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In England the sacred fire that passed from town to town
was the knowledge of law and the ordered liberty that
springs from law. The charter granted to Oxford, for
instance, laid down that " if there be any doubt or dispute
of any judgment that they ought to make, they shall send
their messengers to London, and what the Londoners shall
decide, they shall approve" *. Again, Bedford when in
difficulties was to apply to Oxford, and " what the citizens
of Oxford shall adjudge, that they shall hold and do without
doubt " 2. The importance of affiliation lies in the fact that
it facilitated the growth of a national economy by clustering
the towns together in well-defined groups, each of which
followed similar customs and was bound together in a
community of economic life. It was thence a single step to
assimilate municipal practices to a uniform standard, and
consolidate the different groups into one compact body.
It has been the purpose of this chapter to show how the Estimate oj
mediaeval town formed a complete economic whole, in m#chant.
which the interests of the stranger and the general control
of economic life were consciously subordinated to the well-
being of a select number of burgesses or gildsmen. The
gild regime undoubtedly fostered a spirit of jealous ex-
clusiveness. The aims of municipal policy were frankly and
avowedly selfish, and they were inspired by an energetic
determination to assert the supremacy of the townsmen
over all who stood outside their own privileged circle. It
was immaterial whether the stranger within their gates
was an Englishman from a neighbouring town or an alien
from beyond the sea. He was in either case subjected
to disabilities, embodying principles which have long dis-
appeared from modern life. On this account the gild mer-
chant has been severely condemned for its narrow range of
vision, for a policy which placed the municipality before the
State, and the burgher before the Englishman. But it is
only fair to remark that the monopoly which the gilds
1 Charter Rolls, i. 92. The mayor of Oxford consulted London concern-
ing (i.) the rights of a testator, (ii.) the procedure re pleas of land: Sharpe,
Calendar of Wills, i. p. vi. See also Plea and Memoranda Rolls, 1323-64
(ed. Thomas), 7, 23.                                           * Charter Rolls, i. 26.